Garden Therapy / Joan Cronk

It starts for me in February, right around Washington's Birthday.
I buy sweet pea seeds and roll them in a damp paper towel, put them
in a plastic bag and in about a week, they sprout. As soon as I see that
happen, I go into the garden and dig a trench, drop the seeds in and call
it good. The sweet peas will begin to do their stuff in June with the first
blooms of the year.
I grow a lot of flowers . You can drop a bundle at the nursery, and
I do my share, but I also save my seeds. Throughout the summer I grab
handfuls of spent marigolds, love in the mist, sunflowers, zinnias, and
drop them into labeled brown paper bags. I attach the bags to a stretchedout bungee cord in my garage and they sit there for months, doing their
drying out thing. Sometime after the first of the year I go out to the
garage, crank up myoId space heater, turn the T.V. channel to Oprah, and
spend several hours sorting seeds. I harvest enough seeds to share with
friends and family, and to plant in my garden in the spring.
In the summer my garden is filled with sunflowers that tower over
me, dahlias that lean heavily against their stakes, lots of purple, spiky
blooms to stick in the middle of bouquets, baby's breath to bring out color,
brightly colored zinnias, daisies, purple salvia that comes to visit every
single year,lavender bushes that grow and spread, and marigolds galore.
I buy canning jars at the thrift store for forty-nine cents each and stuff
them with flowers, filling a jar or two whenever I go someplace in the
summer, the colorful gifts springing out of the jars. I'm pretty popular in
the summer.
But, mowing is my first love. There is something so predictable
and comforting about the neat, clean lines of the lawn mower, moving
back and forth across the lawn, so obvious as to where I have been, and
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where I have yet to go, with no confusion as to what the right or wrong
direction is. The reward is instant. After I finish my job I turn the lawn
mower upside down and hose it down, wiping it off, filling it with gas. I
like to edge too, finally having made peace with my gas edger, a tricky
little machine for which I have a great deal of respect.
I mow my neighbor's grass too, even though he is twenty years
younger than I am. He moved in three years ago and just never got
arolmd to buying a lawn mower. The first year I did it as a moving in gift,
but I've just kept it up. He appreciates it and reciprocates by helping me
as well, so when I cut my grass, I just keep going, and cut his too. Once
I mowed the lady's grass across the street, cutting it way too short, while
she was at work. After the first swipe I knew I was in trouble, I saw the
damage I had done, but I was committed at that point and had to finish.
To stop would have been like abandoning a man after half a haircut. I
felt awful but she was cheerful about it. Now when I fire up the Honda, I
confine my lawn duties to my side of the street.
Hard work is rewarding. I spent some time last summer
dismantling wood shelves on the side of my garage that were stacked high
with scraps of lumber. The whole thing was messy, an open invitation for
a loose match and some nutcase who thought fire was fun, and so I tore
them apart. It was a labor-intensive job, but I just kept at it day after day,
sweating in the summer sun, my hair tied in two pigtails making me look
like a very, old Pipi Longstocking. The back seat in my car folds down,
so I covered the area with old sheets, made a few trips to the dump, and
finished the job. When I get in a tight spot, I clean, or mow, or weed.
In the fall I trim the perennials down to a stub and rake all the dead
leaves. I pull up and discard the annuals, having to dig deep to get the
roots of the sunflowers, and I load my yard waste container to the brim.
I rake the dirt until it is weed free and flat, just like I used to rake my
carpets in the 70s. When leaves start to fall in earnest, I pile them on some
of the flower beds, giving them a nice cover, and in the spring when I rake
the leaves off, the beds are clean and free of weeds.
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I look forward to the changing seasons, having grown tired and
bored with the one before, ready to put it behind me and move forward.
I welcome the fall rains, the days that get dark before 5 p .m. when I can
close the curtains and stay inside for awhile, cranking up my gas fireplace
for warmth. I put my yard to bed in September, piling all my pots on a
shelf in the back yard, snuggled up together, awaiting their next summer's
adventure. I hose off all the decks, piling my furniture off to one side and
cover it with tarps, so it can stay safe and dry.
My yard is always there when I am depressed or sad, frustrated
or angry, begging me to light into it with a shovel or clippers, tearing it
apart, adding something new, cutting down, moving, digging up grass
for yet another garden area, saying to me, "come on baby, I can take it."
The gardens are not afraid of my intensity, so I can sweat, cry, tear things
apart, and come inside refreshed and renewed. Unlike family, friends,
and political parties, the latest haircut, or finally losing that last five
pounds, all of which have a tendency to disappoint, my yard rarely fails to
deliver the goods.
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